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MANAGING MATERIALITY: A PRELIMINARY EXAMINATION OF THE ADOPTION OF THE 
NEW GRI G4 GUIDELINES ON MATERAILITY WITHIN THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY 
Peter Jones, Daphne Comfort and David Hillier 
Abstract 
 The concept of materiality emerged as the most important element in the new G4 
guideline on corporate sustainability reporting launched by the Global Reporting Initiative 
(GRI) in 2013. This commentary paper offers a preliminary examination of the way in which 
these new guidelines are being adopted within the business community. The paper begins 
with a short discussion of the GRI guidelines and the enhanced emphasis on materiality and 
the paper draws its empirical material from the first ten companies listed on Google as 
having published their sustainability reports in accordance with the G4 guidelines. The 
findings reveal marked variations in the ways, and the extent to which, the selected 
companies have initially adopted the GR4 guidelines on materiality and that many of the 
high priority material issues identified by these companies are centred on business 
continuity rather than environmental sustainability issues.  
Keywords 
Materiality, Corporate Sustainability Reporting, Business Continuity, Environmental 
Sustainability 
 
Introduction 
Corporate commitments to sustainability continue to grow and evolve in importance 
within the global business community. McKinsey and Company (2012), for example, claimed 
that ͚ĐoŵpaŶǇ leadeƌs aƌe ƌallǇiŶg ďehiŶd sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd eǆeĐutiǀes oǀeƌall ďelieǀe the 
issue is important to theiƌ ĐoŵpaŶies stƌategǇ͛ while the Ethical Corporation (2015) 
suggested that ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ is ďeĐoŵiŶg a dƌiǀiŶg foƌĐe foƌ ďusiŶess͛ and that 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶŶoǀatioŶ is the futuƌe.͛ That said sustainability has a number of contrasting 
and contested meanings. Hudson (2005), for example, argued that definitions of 
sustainability range from ͚pallid ďlue gƌeeŶ to daƌk deep gƌeeŶ.͛ The former definition 
Hudson (2005) suggests centres on ͚teĐhŶologiĐal fiǆes ǁithiŶ ĐuƌƌeŶt ƌelatioŶs of 
production, essentially trading off economic against environmental objectives, with the 
ŵaƌket as the pƌiŵe ƌesouƌĐe alloĐatioŶ ŵeĐhaŶisŵ͛ while for the latter ͚pƌioƌitiziŶg the 
preservation of nature is pre-eŵiŶeŶt͛ (Hudson 2005). Hudson (2005) also suggests that the 
dominant view of sustainability ͚is gƌouŶded iŶ a ďlue-green discourse of ecological 
ŵodeƌŶizatioŶ͛ and ͚Đlaiŵs that Đapital aĐĐuŵulatioŶ, pƌofitaďle pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd eĐologiĐal 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ aƌe Đoŵpatiďle goals.͛ Further he contrasted this view with the ͚deep gƌeeŶ͛ 
perspective which ͚ǁould ƌeƋuiƌe sigŶifiĐaŶt ƌeduĐtioŶs iŶ liǀiŶg staŶdaƌds aŶd ƌadiĐal 
ĐhaŶges iŶ the doŵiŶaŶt soĐial ƌelatioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ (Hudson 2005).  
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At the same time it is also important to recognise that some definitions of corporate 
sustainability seem to emphasise business continuity rather than environmental and social 
sustainability. Dyllick and Hockerts (2002), for example, define corporate sustainability as 
͚ŵeetiŶg the Ŷeeds of a fiƌŵ͛s diƌeĐt aŶd iŶdiƌeĐt shaƌeholdeƌs ;suĐh as shaƌeholders, 
employees, clients, pressure groups, communities etc.), without compromising its ability to 
ŵeet the Ŷeeds of futuƌe stakeholdeƌs as ǁell.͛ More critically some commentators view the 
growing business interest in sustainability as little more than a thinly veiled and cynical ploy, 
populaƌlǇ desĐƌiďed as ͚gƌeeŶ ǁash͛, desigŶed  to attƌaĐt soĐiallǇ aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtallǇ 
conscious consumers while sweeping pressing environmental and social concerns under the 
carpet.  So seen, any moves towards sustainable marketing might be characterised by what 
Hamilton (2009) describes as ͚shiftiŶg ĐoŶsĐiousŶess͛s͛ towards ͚ǁhat is ďest desĐƌiďed as 
green consumerism.͛ This he sees as ͚aŶ appƌoaĐh that thƌeateŶs to eŶtƌeŶĐh the ǀeƌǇ 
attitudes and behaviours that are antithetiĐal to sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ and argues that ͚gƌeeŶ 
consumerism has failed to induce significant inroads into the unsustainable nature of 
ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ aŶd pƌoduĐtioŶ.͛ Perhaps more radically Kahn (2010) argues that ͚gƌeeŶ 
ĐoŶsuŵeƌisŵ͛ is ͚aŶ oppoƌtuŶitǇ foƌ Đoƌporations to turn the very crisis that they generate 
through their accumulation of capital via the exploitation of nature into myriad streams of 
eŵeƌgeŶt pƌofit aŶd iŶǀestŵeŶt ƌeǀeŶue.͛  
 
Effective sustainability reporting is increasingly seen as a vital element in 
communicating with stakeholders about how companies are performing against strategic 
environmental and social goals. Hohnen (2012), for example, argued ͚the uŶdeƌlǇiŶg 
proposition of sustainability reporting is that reporting on economic, social and 
environmental performance is vital if governments, business and the wider community are to 
understand and improve their contribution to the Green Economy and sustainable 
deǀelopŵeŶt.͛ There are a number of sustainability reporting frameworks (Global Reporting 
Dialogue 2015) but the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) currently pƌoduĐes the ǁoƌld͛s ŵost 
widely used sustainability reporting frameworks.  (Ernst and Youth and Boston College 
Center for Corporate Citizenship 2014) with over 9.000 organisation having employed them 
by the end of 2014.The GRI ǁas lauŶĐhed iŶ the US iŶ the late ϭ99Ϭ͛s and the first version of 
its sustainability reporting guidelines were published in 2000. In the years since then the GRI 
guidelines have been refined and developed in versions G2, G3 and G4. One of the 
characteristics of the most recently GRI 4 Guidelines, issued in 2013, is the enhanced focus 
on materiality, which is concerned ͚to iŵpƌoǀe guidaŶĐe oŶ ideŶtifǇiŶg ŵateƌial issues- from 
different stakeholder perspectives- to be included in sustainability reports͛ (GRI 2015a). In 
reviewing the new G4 guidelines, The Carbon Trust (2015), for example, argued that 
͚ŵateƌialitǇ is kiŶg͛ and that G4 placed ͚ŵateƌialitǇ at the ĐeŶtƌe of a sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌt͛. 
KPMG (2013) claimed that G4 ͚eŶĐouƌages ƌepoƌteƌs to foĐus ĐoŶteŶt oŶ the issues that 
matter most to their ďusiŶess.͛ With this in mind the aim of this paper is to offer a 
preliminary examination of the way in which the new G4 guidelines, and more specifically in 
which the enhanced emphasis on the concept of materiality within these guidelines, are 
being adopted within the business community. The paper also explores whether a focus on 
business continuity rather than ͚the preservation of nature is pre-eŵiŶeŶt͛ (Hudson 2005) 
amongst those companies reporting under the new GRI G4 guidelines. To that end the paper 
includes brief outlines of the GRI G4 guidelines and of materiality, a review of the material 
issues identified by a number of companies publicly reporting on sustainability and offers 
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some reflections on how the concept of materiality is currently being interpreted and 
developed under the new GRI G4 guidelines. 
GRI Guidelines, G4 and the Enhanced Emphasis on Materiality 
 The GRI is an international organisation founded in Boston in 1997 by CERES, 
originally the coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies, and the Tellus Institute, 
a not for profit research and policy organisation which looks to promote transition to a 
more sustainable future, with the support of the United Nations Environment Programme. 
G‘I͛s ŵissioŶ is ͚to empower decision makers everywhere, through our sustainability 
standards and multi-stakeholder network, to take action towards a more sustainable 
economy and world͛͛ aŶd its sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌeporting guidelines are the most widely adopted 
(Ernst and Young and Boston College Center for Corporate Citizenship (2014). Hohnen 
(2012) suggests that the success and widespread adoption of the GRI reporting frameworks 
͚ĐaŶ ďe attƌiďuted to a Ŷuŵďeƌ of faĐtoƌs ͚namely ͚fiƌst ŵoǀeƌ adǀaŶtage͛, ͚stakeholdeƌ 
deǀelopŵeŶt͛ , ͚seĐtoƌ seŶsitiǀitǇ͛, ͚ĐoŶtiŶuous iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt͛, ͚ŵateƌialitǇ dƌiǀeŶ appƌoaĐh͛ 
and ͚ĐoŵpatiďilitǇ.͛ The GRI launched its first reporting guidelines, GRI G1, in 2000. These 
guidelines were essentially adapted from the original ͚informed by the financial accounting 
tradition and adapted for reporting on economic, environmental, and social performance 
ǁith ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ƌeseaƌĐh ƌelated to eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aĐĐouŶtiŶg͛ (GRI 2002). 
In the years since then GRI claims to have been committed to the continuing 
evolution and enhancement of its reporting framework. The G2 guidelines, published in 
2002, for example, were described as providing ͚a sigŶifiĐaŶt adǀaŶĐeŵeŶt iŶ ƌigouƌ aŶd 
ƋualitǇ͛ relative to the initial guidelines and was seen to be part of ͚the Ŷeǆt step foƌǁaƌd iŶ 
the eǀolutioŶ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg͛ (GRI 2002). These G2 guidelines established ͚a 
revised set of principles that combine and extend many of the concepts that appeared under 
the headiŶgs of ͞uŶdeƌlǇiŶg pƌiŶĐiples͟ aŶd ͞Ƌualitatiǀe ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs͟ of G‘I-based 
ƌepoƌts͛ in the original guidelines. These principles, which included transparency, 
inclusiveness, auditability, relevance, clarity and timelines, were seen to be essential in 
helping to ensure that reports presented ͚a ďalaŶĐed aŶd ƌeasoŶaďle aĐĐouŶt of eĐoŶoŵiĐ, 
environmental, and social performance, and the resulting contribution of the organisation to 
sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͛ (GRI 2002).  
In 2006 the GRI published the third generation (G3) of sustainability reporting 
guidelines which featured three sets of standard disclosures which organisations were 
encouraged to adopt in a flexible and incremental manner to facilitate transparency in the 
reporting process. These disclosures focused upon ͚stƌategǇ aŶd pƌofile͛, ͚ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
appƌoaĐh͛ and ͚peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe iŶdiĐatoƌs͛ (GRI 2011a) .In addressing strategy and profile, for 
example, the disclosures were to ͚set the oǀeƌall ĐoŶteǆt foƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg oƌgaŶizatioŶal 
performance such as stƌategǇ, pƌofile aŶd goǀeƌŶaŶĐe͛ while in addressing management͛s 
approach the accent is on ͚disĐlosuƌes that Đoǀeƌ hoǁ aŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶ addƌesses a given set 
of topiĐs iŶ oƌdeƌ to pƌoǀide ĐoŶteǆt foƌ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe iŶ  a speĐifiĐ aƌea͛  (GRI 
2011a). Revised G3.1 guidelines published in 2011 (GRI 2011b) provided expanded guidance 
on local community impacts, human rights and gender, and introduced the further 
clarification on how to define the content of a sustainability report. 
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The GRI G4 guidelines (GRI 2015a), launched in 2013, had five main objectives 
namely  ͚To offeƌ guidaŶĐe iŶ  a useƌ-friendly way  To improve the technical quality of the guidelines content in order to 
eliminate ambiguities and differing interpretations  To harmonize as much as possible with other internationally accepted 
standards   To iŵpƌoǀe guidaŶĐe oŶ ideŶtifǇiŶg ŵateƌial issues͛ and   ͚To offeƌ guidaŶĐe oŶ hoǁ to liŶk the sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌtiŶg pƌoĐess to the 
pƌepaƌatioŶ of aŶ IŶtegƌated ‘epoƌt͛ 
The overall aim was to give sustainability reports more relevance and greater credibility and 
to enable organisations to better inform investors, markets and society on their 
sustainability strategies and achievements. 
 
Materiality is not a new concept but in its review of the impact of G4 on 
sustainability reporting KPMG (2013) argued that materiality had taken ͚ĐeŶteƌ stage͛ within 
the new guidelines. More specifically KPMG (2013) advised that  ͚Reports should begin with a focus on the material issues (called Material 
Aspects) and retain this focus throughout  Reports should contain detailed discussion of how the organization manages 
Material Aspects only  Reports must detail where the impacts of each Material Aspect lie  namely 
͚the ďouŶdaƌǇ of IŵpaĐt͛ and  Organizations must explain the process they go through to define their 
Mateƌial AspeĐts͛ and   ͚To ƌepoƌt agaiŶst oŶe of the ͞IŶ AĐĐoƌdaŶĐe͟ leǀels of Gϰ Ǉou ŵust ŵeet 
ĐeƌtaiŶ Đƌiteƌia that aƌe liŶked to the Mateƌial AspeĐts.͛ 
KPMG (2013) also suggested that the new G4 guidelines ͚Đould lead to shorter reports as 
oƌgaŶisatioŶs disĐlose iŶfoƌŵatioŶ oŶ a ŵoƌe foĐused list of Mateƌial AspeĐts͛ but warned 
that ͚oƌgaŶisatioŶs ǁill Ŷeed to foƌŵalise aŶd doĐuŵeŶt theiƌ ŵateƌialitǇ pƌoĐesses iŶĐludiŶg 
stakeholder analysis , detail the methods used aŶd disĐlose this iŶ theiƌ ƌepoƌts.͛ 
 
GRI (2015a) argued that ͚ďǇ plaĐiŶg aŶ eǀeŶ gƌeateƌ eŵphasis oŶ the ĐoŶĐept of 
materiality , G4 encourages reporting organizations to provide only Disclosures and 
Indicators that reflect their economic, environmental and social impacts, on the basis of a 
dialogue ǁith theiƌ stakeholdeƌs aŶd aŶ assessŵeŶt of the oƌgaŶizatioŶs͛ iŵpaĐts.͛ The G4 
guidelines also established ͚a Ŷeǁ appƌoaĐh to deŵoŶstƌatiŶg the ŵatuƌitǇ of oƌgaŶizatioŶs͛ 
ƌepoƌts͛ by ͚iŶtƌoduĐiŶg tǁo ͞IŶ AĐĐoƌdaŶĐe͟ leǀels͛ (KPMG 2013) to the reporting process.  
That said the G4 guidelines specify an increase in the number of Standard Disclosures, which 
organizations have traditionally used to report on their sustainability impact and 
performance. More specifically G4 listed some 58 General Standard Disclosures on the 
management approach to be used within the reporting process and there are some 91 
speĐifiĐ iŶdiĐatoƌs to ŵeasuƌe aŶ oƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ aspeĐts. Here the G4 
guidelines offer a core and a comprehensive option as criteria to guide the reporting 
process. On the one hand the ͚core option contains the essential elements of a sustainability 
ƌepoƌt͛ and provides the background against which an organisation communicates the 
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impacts of its economic, environmental and social and governance information.͛ On the 
other hand  ͚the comprehensive option builds on the core option by requiring additional 
“taŶdaƌd DisĐlosuƌes of the oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s stƌategǇ aŶd aŶalǇsis, goǀeƌŶaŶĐe, ethiĐs aŶd 
integrity. In addition the organization is required to communicate its performance more 
extensively by reporting all indicators related to identified material aspeĐts͛ ;G‘I ϮϬϭϱďͿ. 
Here the overall aim was to focus less on ͚a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͛ and more 
on ͚the ƋualitǇ of its disĐlosuƌe͛ (Salter Baxter MSL Group 2013). 
 
In defining the boundaries of each Material Aspect organisations are tasked to 
consider whether the impact falls inside or outside the organisation and to describe the 
boundary of each impact. This is a marked change from the earlier G3 guidelines where 
organisations only had to report on material issues over which they had control or a 
significant influence and it effectively means that organisations using the new GRI guidelines 
͚ǁill have to pay more attention to the economic, social and environmental impacts in their 
supplǇ ĐhaiŶs͛(KPMG 2013). The increased prominence given to the supply chains means 
that organisations must disclose information on the extent to which the suppliers they  
employ criteria for environmental and social impacts and report on the actions taken to 
prevent, mitigate or remediate identified impacts.  
 
Method of Inquiry 
At the launch of the G4 guidelines in 2013 the GRI announced that it would 
recognise reports based on the G3 guidelines until the end of 2015 but that after that date 
organizations should follow the new guidelines. That said the G4 guidelines can be seen to 
provide current best practice and a number of companies have begun to formally adopt 
these guidelines prior to the formal adoption date. More specifically in May 2015 the GRI 
reported that the majority of organisations that report on sustainability had given G4 ͚a 
ǁaƌŵ ǁelĐoŵe͛ (GRI 2015c) and while it suggested that ͚the tƌaŶsitioŶ has ďeeŶ gradual͛ it 
Đlaiŵed that ͚around one-thiƌd of G‘I ƌepoƌteƌs haǀe alƌeadǇ sǁitĐhed to Gϰ͛ at that time. 
In an attempt to obtain a preliminary picture of how the enhanced focus on 
materiality is being interpreted and developed by companies adopting the G4 guidelines the 
authors undertook a basic IŶteƌŶet seaƌĐh  usiŶg the phƌase ͚Đoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌts 
pƌoduĐed iŶ aĐĐoƌdaŶĐe ǁith Gϰ ͛ eŵploǇiŶg Google as the seaƌĐh eŶgiŶe. This seaƌĐh 
produced general information on the G4 guidelines and a number of companies͛ 
sustainability reports. The first ten companies (Table 1) listed on Google as having published 
corporate sustainability reports (Table 2) in accordance with the G4 guidelines were 
selected for study. The selected companies cover a number of business sectors and many of 
them have a global reach. The authors thoroughly reviewed each of the selected reports 
and abstracted information on materiality and this information provided the empirical 
information for this paper. This information is already in the public domain and 
consequently the authors took the considered view that they did not need to contact the 
companies to obtain formal permission prior to conducting the study. The specific examples 
and quotations from the selected ĐoŵpaŶies͛ websites cited within this paper are used 
primarily for illustrative rather than comparative purposes. As such the focus is on 
conducting a general preliminary examination of how, and which, materiality issues are 
emerging within companies adopting the G4 guidelines rather than on a systematic 
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comparative analysis of how the guidance on materiality is being interpreted and adopted 
within the corporate world.  
  In discussing the reliability and validity of information obtained from the Internet, 
Saunders et.al. (2009) emphasise the importance of the authority and reputation of the 
source and the citing of a contact individual who can be approached for any additional 
information. In surveying the selected companies the authors were satisfied that these two 
conditions were met. At the same time the authors recognise that the approach chosen has 
its liŵitatioŶs iŶ that theƌe aƌe issues iŶ the eǆteŶt to ǁhiĐh a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s puďliĐ stateŵeŶts 
realistically, and in detail, reflect strategic corporate thinking and whether or not such 
pronouncements may be little more than thoughtfully constructed public relations 
exercises. However given the need to drive forward exploratory research to begin to 
understand how the new G4 guidelines on materiality are being interpreted and developed, 
the Internet based analysis adopted in this paper offers an appropriate framework for this 
study. 
Findings 
 In one way or another all the selected companies attested that their sustainability 
reports were produced in accordance with the GRI G4 guidelines. Johnson and Johnson, for 
example, report ͚this ƌepoƌt has ďeeŶ pƌepaƌed iŶ aĐĐoƌdaŶĐe ǁith the G‘I͛s ϮϬϭϯ 
“ustaiŶaďilitǇ ‘epoƌtiŶg GuideliŶes͛ and in introducing its 2013 sustainability report Fiat 
assert ͚the ĐoŶteŶt of this ƌepoƌt is ďased ….(inter alia) ….the Global Reporting Initiative G4 
ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts.͛ However the review of the information on materiality in the selected 
ĐoŵpaŶies͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌts ƌeǀealed ŵaƌked ǀaƌiatioŶ iŶ the ways materiality was 
defined and developed and in the material issues being identified by companies. There was 
considerable variation, for example in how the selected companies defined the boundaries 
and scope of their material issues. The sustainability report published by Shaw Industries, 
for example, included ͚data from all directly owned operations and wholly owned 
subsidiaries as well as joint ventures in which Shaw holds at least a 50 per cent financial 
stake͛ in its ͚ďouŶdaƌǇ assessŵeŶt ͚Johnson and Johnson reported that ͚eaĐh topiĐ ǁas 
evaluated for boundaries͛ and impacts were determined both inside and outside the 
oƌgaŶizatioŶ.͛ While all of the selected companies published a content index, listing the 
Standard Disclosures, for their sustainability reports in accordance with the GRI G 4 
framework some used the comprehensive option and others the core option as defined 
earlier. Thus while WPP and Shaw Industries, for example, employed the core option, UPS 
used the comprehensive option. More generally external assurance was provided for only a 
minority of the potential material issues, principally for those issues associated with 
greenhouse gas emissions.  
 There was also marked variation in the processes the selected companies reported 
employing to define materiality. In looking to identify material issues many of the selected 
companies report, albeit in varying measure, on the role of stakeholder engagement. The 
process of stakeholder engagement undertaken by UPS as an integral part of its ͚ŵateƌialitǇ 
assessŵeŶt pƌoĐess͛, for example, included five elements. The company evaluated some 30 
international sustainability frameworks and standards either developed by or representative 
of important stakeholder groups and then conducted interviews with stakeholders͛ 
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representative groups, in the US, Europe, China and Brazil. The company also spent a year 
engaging with ͚dozeŶs of stakeholdeƌs aƌouŶd the ǁoƌld oŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ issues͛; 
interviewed six members of its Management Committee, who have direct responsibility for 
executing company strategy and senior UPS managers around the world; and gathered 
feedback from investors, communities, academics, environmental and social activists, non-
governmental organisations and regulatory bodies. This process generated some 50 issues 
and UPS then employed BSB, a not for profit organization, to rank ͚eaĐh issue͛s ƌelatiǀe 
iŵpoƌtaŶĐe͛ ďefoƌe suďŵittiŶg the ƌesults of the ŵateƌialitǇ pƌoĐess  to the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s 
SustaiŶaďilitǇ DiƌeĐtoƌs͛ Coŵŵittee foƌ appƌoǀal. 
 In a similar vein WPP reports that ͚iŶ estaďlishiŶg ouƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ pƌioƌities we seek 
the views of our clients, investors and other stakeholders as well as considering how 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌelates to ouƌ oǁŶ ďusiŶess pƌioƌities͛ and that ͚iŶ additioŶ to iŶfoƌŵal 
dialogue and discussion , we have a structured materiality process that incorporates both 
iŶteƌŶal aŶd eǆteƌŶal stakeholdeƌ feedďaĐk.͛ Stakeholders involved in this process included 
clients, investors, non-governmental organisations, senior executives within the company 
and sustainable business experts and consultants. The process involved reviewing how a 
wide range of issues affected WPP, taking into account both the potential positive and 
Ŷegatiǀe iŵpaĐts of these issues oŶ the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ďusiŶess aŶd ďoth the ƌisks aŶd the 
opportunities sustainability created for WPP. Swedbank described its commitment to 
integrating sustainability iŶto the ďaŶk͛s ĐeŶtƌal ƌepoƌtiŶg pƌoĐesses pƌioƌ to ƌepoƌtiŶg oŶ ͚a 
series of meetings to identify which material aspects were considered important to 
Swedbank.͛  The company then reduced the list of material aspects, so identified, to ͚a 
manageable number of aspects to pƌeseŶt to ouƌ stakeholdeƌs.͛ A range of stakeholders, 
ŶaŵelǇ a thousaŶd of the ďaŶk͛s pƌiǀate aŶd Đoƌpoƌate Đustoŵeƌs, a huŶdƌed of theiƌ 
eŵploǇees aŶd the ďaŶk͛s teŶ laƌgest shareholders, were then contacted via an online 
survey in order to ascertain ͚theiƌ ǀieǁs oŶ ouƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁoƌk.͛ 
 A minority of the selected companies provided limited detail on the identification of 
material issues and on stakeholder engagement in this process. Sony, for example,  reported 
that in conducting a sustainability materiality analysis  the company identified global issues  
͚of paƌtiĐulaƌ ƌeleǀaŶĐe to “oŶǇ͛ and then ͚looked at issues that aƌe ŵost sigŶifiĐaŶt todaǇ as 
well as emerging issues to its eǆteƌŶal stakeholdeƌs.͛ The Danske Bank Group simply 
reported its identification of material issues was on ͚ouƌ peƌiodiĐ ŵateƌialitǇ assessŵeŶt͛ 
and this ͚assessŵeŶt is ďased oŶ a ƌigoƌous pƌoĐess ǁith eǆteƌŶal ĐoŶsultaŶts.͛ In addressing 
the ͚ĐhalleŶges tied to sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ Panasonic reported that ͚ŵateƌialitǇ is selected and 
decided upon based on daily activities in each field of operation and is factored into 
opeƌatioŶal poliĐǇ͛ and that in promoting sustainability  ͚ǁe faĐtoƌ iŶ the iŵpaĐt of the 
ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ďusiŶess aĐtiǀities oŶ stakeholdeƌs.͛ 
 Having identified the material issues the majority of the selected companies then 
looked to map these issues onto a materiality matrix in terms of their perceived priorities. 
Guidelines from the GRI suggest that one axis for a materiality matrix should be the issues 
that reflect the oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s significant environmental, social and economic impacts while 
the other axis should be the issues that substantively influence the assessments and 
decisions of stakeholders. That said the dimensions or axes of the matrices vary between 
the selected companies. Shaw Industries, for example, employs ͚pƌioƌitǇ foƌ stakeholdeƌs͛  
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and ͚pƌioƌitǇ foƌ “haǁ IŶdustƌies͛ as the two axis in its materiality matrix while the 
corresponding axes for Johnson and Johnson , WPP, Danske Bank Group and UPS are ͚ 
importance to external stakeholders͛  and ͚iŵpoƌtaŶĐe to JohŶsoŶ aŶd JohŶsoŶ staff͛ ; 
͚stakeholder assessment ͛  and ͚iŶteƌŶal assessŵeŶt͛; ͚iŵpoƌtaŶĐe to stakeholdeƌs͛  and  
͚iŵpoƌtaŶĐe to the ďusiŶess͛ and ͚iŵpoƌtaŶĐe to stakeholdeƌs͛  and ͚iŶflueŶĐe oŶ ďusiŶess 
suĐĐess͛ respectively. 
 Many of the selected companies identify priority material issues on the basis of their 
materiality matrix mapping exercises. WPP and UPS, for example, effectively labelled each 
of the two axes of its materiality matrix as being of ͚high͛, ͚ŵediuŵ͛ and ͚loǁ͛ importance, 
and alone amongst the selected companies UPS maintained the focus on materiality 
throughout its sustainability report and explicitly outlined the material aspects covered in 
eaĐh of the ƌepoƌts͛ ŵajoƌ Đhapteƌs. Johnson and Johnson give the axes a numerical score 
from 0 to 5 with the higher sĐoƌe deŶotiŶg ŵajoƌ pƌioƌities. The tǁo aǆes oŶ Fiat͛s 
materiality matrix run from ͚iŵpoƌtaŶt͛ to ͚ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt͛, while the Danske Bank Group 
did not provide a scale for the axes of their materiality matrix. However some of the 
selected companies do not publicly prioritise material issues and structure their 
sustainability reporting process around broad environmental, economic and social issues. 
Panasonic, for example, structured its sustainability report around the standard ͚I“O Coƌe 
“uďjeĐts͛, namely organizational governance, human rights, labor practices, the 
environment, fair operating practices, consumer issues and the community and around the 
supply chain. 
 The major material issues identified by the selected companies vary significantly. 
WPP, for example, identify ͚ĐlieŶt ǁoƌk ethiĐs͛, ͚ŵaƌketiŶg ĐoŵpliaŶĐe͛, ͚ďusiŶess ethiĐs͛, 
͚seŶsitiǀe ĐouŶtƌies͛, ͚paƌtŶeƌs͛, ͚aĐƋuisitioŶs͛, ͚taǆ poliĐǇ͛ and ͚diǀeƌsitǇ aŶd iŶĐlusioŶ͛ as its 
major material issues in that they are ranked as being of high importance on both the axes 
described above. By way of contrast ͚ďiodiǀeƌsitǇ͛, ͚ǁateƌ use͛ and ͚ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ƌelatioŶs͛ are 
accorded low importance  by both stakeholder and internal assessments. ͛ Shaw Industries, 
reported ͚taleŶt ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛, ͚ďƌaŶdiŶg aŶd ŵaƌketiŶg͛, ͛pƌoduĐt steǁaƌdship͛ and 
͚ŵateƌial use͛ as the most important material issues with ͚faĐilities ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛, ͚puďliĐ 
poliĐǇ͛, ͚huŵaŶ ƌights͛ and ͚aiƌ eŵissioŶs͛ as the least significant issues. Fiat reported 
͚ǀehiĐle safetǇ͛, ͚ƌeseaƌĐh aŶd iŶŶoǀatioŶ͛, ͚Đustoŵeƌ satisfaĐtioŶ͛ , and ͚ǀehiĐle ƋualitǇ͛  as 
its highest priority material issues while ͚ǁaste geŶeƌated ďǇ opeƌatioŶs͛, ͚ǁateƌ used ďǇ 
opeƌatioŶs͛,  ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal iŵpaĐt of ďusiŶess paƌtŶeƌs͛ and ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal iŵpaĐt of 
logistiĐs͛ were ranked as the least important. The five highest priority material issues for 
UPS were ͚Đustoŵeƌ pƌiǀaĐǇ͛, ͚ laďoƌ ƌelatioŶs͛, ͚eŶeƌgǇ, eŵissioŶs aŶd fuel supplǇ͛, ͚digital 
aŶd phǇsiĐal asset seĐuƌitǇ͛ and ͚ŵaŶageŵeŶt of thiƌd paƌtǇ ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀes͛ while low 
priority was given to ͚ǁateƌ use aŶd iŵpaĐt͛, ͚ƌail/ǁateƌďoƌŶe fƌeight iŵpaĐt͛, ͚ǁaste 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ and ͚gƌeeŶ faĐilities desigŶ͛. 
Concluding Discussion 
 Although this exploratory paper is based on a small sample of companies a number 
of these companies have a global presence and their early adoption of the G4 guidelines 
suggests a clear commitment to enhancing the quality of their sustainability reporting, and 
more generally to sustainability. That said G4 would appear to be very much a work in 
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progress.  More specifically the paper reveals marked variations in the ways, and the extent 
to which, the selected companies have initially adopted the GRI G 4 guideline. More 
specifically the increased emphasis on the concept of materiality within these guidelines, 
and a number of specific and more general issues merit discussion and reflection.  
 The findings reveal variations in the material issues being identified, and more 
particularly being identified as having a high priority, between the selected companies. In 
part this can be seen to reflect individual corporate strategies and the different business 
sectors and geographical arenas in which the companies operate. However the findings also 
suggest that many of the high priority issues being identified by the selected companies are 
centred around business continuity issues rather than environmental issues. Thus material 
issues accorded the highest priority include branding and marketing, acquisitions, financial 
tax policy, labour relations, research and innovation, product quality and safety and 
customer satisfaction. At the same time a number of environmental issues including water 
use, waste management, biodiversity and the environmental impact of logistics were 
identified as having lower priority and in some of the selected companies  climate change 
and greenhouse gas emissions were accorded only medium priority status. 
  In some ways the privileging of material issues that focus on business continuity 
issues might be seen to reflect the process the selected companies have employed to 
identify materiality. On the one hand it would seem to reflect the relative importance 
accorded to investors, internal company executives and employees, rather than external 
organisations and communities in the stakeholder engagement process. On the other hand 
it would certainly seem to reflect the corporate practice of adapting one of the defining 
dimension of materiality to include those issues that impact on the company and its 
business activities and to exclude wider impacts on the environment and society. McEvoy 
(2011) suggested this change is ͚a peƌǀeƌsioŶ of the idea of ŵateƌiality in sustainability 
reporting because it cuts out what are arguably the most material issues.. Arguably more 
pointedly and more fundamentally Schendler and Toffel (2013), for example, argued that 
while many corporate sustainability programmes ͚saǀe ŵoŶeǇ aŶd pƌoǀide a gƌeeŶ gloǁ͛ 
they ͚doŶ͛t ŵeaŶiŶgfullǇ addƌess the pƌiŵaƌǇ ďaƌƌieƌ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛  namely ͚Đliŵate 
ĐhaŶge.͛ 
 While all the selected companies included a Contents Index listing a wide range of 
disclosures in their sustainability reports in accordance with the  GRI G 4 framework 
external assurance was generally only provided for a minority of the potential material 
issues embraced by these disclosures. The GRI (2013) argued that ͚external assurance or 
verification can provide both report readers and internal managers with increased 
confidence in the quality of sustainability performance data, making it more likely that the 
data ǁill ďe ƌelied oŶ aŶd used foƌ deĐisioŶ ŵakiŶg.͛ However while the GRI (2013) 
͚recommends the use of external assurance for sustainability reports͛, it ͚does not require it 
to prepare a ƌepoƌt ͞iŶ aĐĐoƌdaŶĐe͟ with the G4 Guidelines.͛ As a seemingly ever wider 
ƌaŶge of stakeholdeƌs take aŶ iŶĐƌeasiŶg iŶteƌest iŶ ĐoŵpaŶies͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ reporting, so, 
in theory, the external assurance may be seen to assume ever increasing importance. 
However, the failure to provide such assurance would seem to limit the value  and integrity 
of the assurance process and as such to undermine the overall credibility of the G4 
guidelines.  
10 
 
More generally there are issues concerning the failure of the G4 guidelines to 
explicitly address the need to promote more sustainable patterns of consumption or to 
challenge the dominant business ideology of continuing economic growth. Both of which, 
many critics would argue, lie at the heart of the transition to a truly sustainable future.  As 
such the authoƌs ĐoŶĐlude that the G‘I͛s G4 guidelines seem likely, at best, to have a limited 
impact on the levels of natural resource depletion or on the environmental impacts 
attendant on continuing growth and unfettered consumption. In some ways this pessimistic 
conclusion echoes the argument advanced a decade ago by Moneva et. al. (2006) that GRI 
are involved in ͚the ĐaŵouflagiŶg of corporate unsustainability.͛ More specifically Moneva 
et. al. (2006) argue that while the GRI guidelines ͚ǁeƌe deǀeloped as a ǁaǇ of helpiŶg 
organizations to report on their environmental, social and economic performance and to 
iŶĐƌease theiƌ aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ͛ in reality ͚soŵe oƌgaŶisations that label themselves as GRI 
ƌepoƌteƌs do Ŷot ďehaǀe iŶ a ƌespoŶsiďle ǁaǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ.͛ Looking forwards 
rather than backwards the argument advanced by Hohnen (2012)  that ͚the practice of 
sustainability reporting is likely to become ever more confrontational in the sense that it is 
likely to reveal the extent of the gap between sustainability policy (e.g. carbon emission 
ƌeduĐtioŶͿ aŶd aĐtual pƌaĐtiĐe͛ worryingly resonates. 
 
 
 
 
Table 1:  Selected Companies Reporting on Sustainability According to GRI G4 Guidelines 
 
Company Business Sector Country of Origin 
Danske Bank Group Finance Denmark 
Fiat Motor Manufacturer Italy 
Gap Fashion Retailing US 
Johnson and Johnson Health Care US 
Panasonic Electronics Japan 
Shaw Industries  Floor Covering Manufacturer US 
Sony Electronics Japan 
Swedebank Finance Sweden 
ups Logistics US 
WPP Communications US 
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TABLE 2: SELECTED COMPANIES SUSTAINABILTY REPORT URL ADDRESSES 
Danske Bank Group https://www.danskebank.com/en-
uk/CSR/Documents/CR_Report_2014.pdf 
Gap http://www.gapinc.com/content/csr/html.html 
Fiat http://www.fcagroup.com/en-
US/sustainability/overview/pubblicazioni/FiatDocuments/2013_sustainability_report.pdf 
Johnson and Johnson http://www.jnj.com/sites/default/files/pdf/cs/2013-JNJ-Citizenship-
Sustainability-Report-FINAL061914.pdf  
Panasonic 
http://www.panasonic.com/global/corporate/sustainability/downloads/back_number/pdf/
2014/sr2014e.pdf 
Shaw Industries http://sustainability.shawinc.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/2014-
sustainability_report.pdf 
Sony http://www.sony.net/SonyInfo/csr_report/issues/CSR2014E_PDF_all.pdf 
Swedbank 
https://www.swedbank.com/idc/groups/public/@i/@sc/@all/@gs/@corpaff/@pubaff/doc
uments/financial/cid_1652573.pdf 
UPS http://sustainability.ups.com/media/UPS-2013-Corporate-Sustainability-Report.pdf 
WPP http://www.wpp.com/sustainabilityreports/2014/ 
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